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THE ACTION RESEARCH 
PROCESS AND MATRIX 
MARKETING
There has been extensive and long-last­
ing debate in the UK about the purpose and 
scope of appropriate management research. 
Many authors elucidate that it is widely 
agreed that management research does not 
operate a single agreed scientific paradigm 
and can be seen as a soft, applied area of 
study, showing features o f both, ‘engineering’ 
and ‘craft’ orientations. Nevertheless, the 
need for management theory to be made more 
relevant to the work o f practice by explain­
ing that it will be necessary to identify new 
ways o f formulating and employing scientif­
ic knowledge to practical ends is the basis of 
this work.
However, some authors argue that the 
process o f managerial decision-making, a 
major aspect o f the strategic planning proce­
dure, has become more problematic because 
modern management, more than ever before, 
is faced with an immense complexity of tasks 
and an increasingly volatile business environ­
ment. For many years writers have been sug­
gesting that organisations should focus and 
rely on the fundamental formal models and 
techniques o f strategic planning.
Keywords
Action research, Heuristic devices. Pos­
itivism, Phenomenology, Matrix marketing, 
Management process.
* Principal Lecturer the Manchester Met Universi­
ty, Hollings Faculty, Manchester 
E-mail: c.vignali@mmu.ac.uk
INTRODUCTION
Planning systems were expected to produce the 
best strategies as well as step-by-step instructions for 
carrying out those strategies so that the doers, the 
managers of business, could not get them wrong. As 
we now know, planning has not exactly worked out 
that way. (Mintzberg 1994a, p. 107)
Mintzberg’s view on marketing planning, al­
though articulated in a “certain cynicism of tone” 
(Mintzberg 1994b, p. 4), reflects existing critical dis­
cussions concerning the marketing theory in general, 
and strategic planning and marketing models in par­
ticular. The arguments forwarded in these discussions 
can be dichotomised as follows.
Firstly, marketing's academic advance is ques­
tioned. The prevalence of positivistic values in mar­
keting (see, for example, Deshpande 1983, p. 104; 
Arndt 1985, p. 11) ties the approaches to theory-gen­
eration to the requirements of this paradigm, i.e. ri­
gour, detachment, objectivism, deduction, and the use 
of quantitative methods. (McDonald 1992. p. 8; Hunt 
1994, p. 13) These attributes have, however, come 
under increasing criticism with the emergence of al­
ternative paradigms, especially the phenomenological 
worldview, which inverts most of the positiv istic prin­
ciples.
In consequence, marketing academia has been 
criticised for lacking the ability to theory-generation 
due to the application of positivistic methods. As a 
consequence, it is argued that existing theory, espe­
cially in the strategy field, is based on developments 
of the 1960’s while advances have been limited to 
elaboration. (Hunt 1994, p. 14)
Secondly, there is scepticism concerning the 
practical applicability of marketing theory. The no­
tion of the ‘ivory tower of academia' characterises the 
estrangement of theory from practice and the irrele­
vance of much academic wwk for practical applica­
tion. There is, furthermore, criticism concerning stra­
tegic planning, ranging from general scepticism about 
the effects of planning to detailed analyses as to how 
certain barriers hamper corporate planning.
One signpost for the solution of this problem 
could be the development of another approach to 
problem solving on the practical level and theory gen­
eration in an academic sense.
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The procedure described below is believed to 
offer an appropriate way of researching the main 
questions this article is concerned with. It shall guide 
the reader and show what steps will be followed to 
investigate the possibility of combining both, heuristic 
devices and action research, in one integrative mod­
el.
Basically, the work is divided into three major 
parts. Theoretical Analysis, Practical Analysis and 
Model Integration, which are depicted in the subse­
quent figure:
wi 1 result in tbe comparison 
of both and 
cofyCLu&jgf)ig>t
Philosophical background of the research
The research method adopted is likely to be tied 
to certain assumptions about how to observe and un­
derstand people’s behaviour and ideas. These assump­
tions, reflected in paradigms, or worldviews, are fre­
quently challenged by sociologists holding different 
views about the nature of science. Currently, there are 
two dominant paradigms striving for dominance in 
the social sciences. The first, older one, is positivism. 
The basic belief of this paradigm is the existence of 
a truth or objective reality waiting to be discovered 
by social scientists. The discovery of this reality and 
the general causal laws that govern behaviour is
characterised by a detached, neutral, and objective ap­
proach to research. Positivism is derived from the 
natural sciences and therefore reflects the assumptions 
and methodologies prevalent in this area; for exam­
ple the quantitative analysis of data However, it is 
argued that positivistic methods were mainly devel­
oped for the verification and not the generation of 
new theory. (Easterby-Smith et al, 1999, p. 32). Sus- 
man and Everet (1978, pp. 584.) present four ele­
ments to support this argument. Firstly, organisations 
are artefacts, created by human beings to serve their 
ends and they obey laws that are affected by human 
purposes and actions. Secondly, organisations are 
systems of human action in which the means and 
ends are guided by values. Thirdly, empirical obser­
vation and logical reconstruction of organisational 
activities are not sufficient for a science of organisa­
tion because organisations are planned according to 
their members’ conceptions of the future. These con­
ceptions do not have a truth-value in the positivistic 
sense. Furthermore, organisations can be understood 
experientially by organisational researchers and need 
not be supported empirically or validated logically to 
find the truth of many propositions. Fourthly, organ­
isations can be legitimate objects of scientific inqui­
ry only as single cases without considering whether 
such cases are subsumable under general laws. 
Knowledge about what actions are appropriate for 
problem solving need not be derived by reference of 
a general category of similar organisations from 
which we know what the best action to take is on 
average.
The second school of thought to consider is phe­
nomenology. The starting point is the idea that reali­
ty is socially constructed and given meaning by peo­
ple rather than objectively determined. Hence the task 
of the researcher should not be to gather facts and 
measure how often certain patterns occur, but to ap­
preciate the different constructions and meanings that 
people place upon their experience.
The aims of this article are to test the appropri­
ateness of the current Heuristic Marketing Devices 
process and the development of a new model based 
on these findings. Therefore, derived from the preced­
ing discussion about paradigms, one part of the arti­
cle includes positivistic aspects in order to evaluate 
and test existing theory. The second part, the gener­
ation of new model, follows a phenomenological 
methodology in order to be able to establish new as­
pects, which can themselves, are tested by the appli­
cation of positivistic methods.
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Steps and interconnections of the research 
process
Due to the preceding discussion, the research in 
this article follows a two-step process. First, based on 
a literature research, hypotheses were developed, 
which were tested in an in-depth analysis of a limit­
ed number of phenomena. From that, the evaluation 
of the hypotheseswas possible. The next step is based 
on the observations made and is aimed at the devel­
opment of a new model. This methodology was re­
flected in the research wheel forwarded by (Desh- 
pande 1983).
Deshpande (p. 107) concludes that therefore (by 
using the example of marketing) a marketing scien­
tist would be well advised to carefully study and then 
put into practice qualitative methods. Once the theo­
ry has been developed and grounded, the application 
of quantitative methods would be more appropriate.
The two steps of the research process also reflect 
two distinct methodologies. Deduction, displayed in 
the right sector in the subsequent figure, has the pur­
pose of explanatory theory testing. Induction, dis­
played in the left sector, contains the extrapolation 
from the data insights into human behaviour. Gener­
al statements about social life deriving form specific 
behaviours observed; this process is also referred to 
as grounded theory, because it is grounded-it has its 
base in specific observations of social life.
Literature on action research
Action research, “research into practice, done by 
practitioners, for practitioners”.is seen as a way of 
investigating professional practice via continuously 
developing sequences of ‘action’ and reflection 
(Zuber-Skerrit, 1996, p. 5; p. 13). Action research is 
an approach, which aims at both, taking action and 
creating knowledge or theory about the actions.
A majority of authors trace the invention and 
introduction of the term ‘action research’ back to Kurt 
Lewin, a social scientist, who first developed the ac­
tion research concept in the 1940s to respond to the 
increasing problems he perceived in the social scienc­
es! Coghlan and Brannick, 2001, p.4).
However, some authors claim that the practice of 
action research is a good deal older than the actual 
term noted by Lewin. Warmington (1979, p. 1) for 
instance illustrates research projects in the late ‘20s 
and early ‘30s which, due to his view, had most of 
the traits that are said to be characteristic of contem­
porary action research.
In reflecting on Lewin’s work, Argyris (1993) 
identifies and summarises four “core themes” of his 
particular approach to social inquiry:
1. Lewin took an approach to integrate theory with 
practice and connected all real life Problems with 
theory.
2. He designed research by framing the whole and 
then differentiating the parts.
3. He saw the researcher as an inventor and empha­
sised that one could only understand something 
when one tried to change it.
4. He changed the role of those being studied from 
subjects to clients that help to produce more val­
id knowledge.
Action research, in the traditional (Lewinian) 
sense, can be seen as an approach to research that is 
based on a collaborative problem-solving relationship 
between researcher and client which simultaneously 
aims at the solution of a perceived problem and the 
generation of new knowledge.
“Action Research is . . .  carried out by a team 
encompassing a professional action researcher and 
members o f an organisation or community seeking to 
improve their situation. Action Research promotes 
broad participation in the research process and sup­
ports action leading to a more just or satisfying sit­
uation for the stakeholders.” (Greenwood and Levin
1998, p. 4)
Concerning the definition of the action research 
concept, Susman and Evered (1978, p. 586) believe 
that Lewin gave a clear and concrete picture of what 
he meant by the term ’action research’ and what the 
distinctions were to the mainstream of traditional sci­
entific research.Dickens and Watkins (1999, p.127) 
on the other hand, argue that Lewin still left space for 
interpretations. This can be learned form the procla­
mation of Argyris, Putman and Smith (1987) that they 
actually never formulated a systematic statement of 
their views on action research (Dickens and Watkins,
1999, p.127) and that their initial contribution mere­
ly comprised 22 pages in two papers that directly 
addressed the topic.
Therefore, over the years, many authors have 
developed their own ideas and definitions on Lewin’s 
basic framework, and diverse claims have been made 
for and about action research in a variety of contexts 
(Peters and Robinson, 1984, p. 113).
Probably best known and most cited is Rapo- 
port’s (1980, p. 499) definition of action research, 
who also pays attention on action research being a 
practical and collaborative undertaking within a ac­
ceptable ethical framework:
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"Action research aims to contribute both to the 
practical concerns of people in an immediate prob­
lematic situation and to the goals of social science by 
joint collaboration within a mutually acceptable eth­
ical framework. ”
has resulted in the fuzzy categorisation of types of 
research all of which subsumed under the broad no­
tion “action research”.
Coghlan and Brannick (2001, p 5) endeavour to 
categorise action research by referring to Argyris 
(who summarises Lewins concept) for the description 
of the main characteristics of action research:
Gronhaug and Olson (1999, p. 9), who engage 
in a closer inspection on the designation of action 
research, identify the action research concept being 
distinctively different from the “traditional” stream of 
“scientific” research. The authors declare by under­
taking a comparison between both of them that ac­
tion research:
1. emphasises the importance of both scientific con­
tributions and the solving o f practical, real-life 
problems (even though this also often is the pur­
pose o f (much) traditional research, the research 
as such is frequently separated from future ac­
tions);
2. focuses on the common values and standards of 
researchers and clients (the value standards o f re­
searcher and clients - even though important - are
usually not explicitly taken into account in “tra­
ditional" research):
3. represents an intensive research strategy (which 
also may be the case, but need not necessarily be 
so in “traditional" research):
4. involves some aspects o f collaboration between 
researcher and client (which is paid almost no 
attention in prototypical “traditional” research, 
cf. Frankfort-Nachmias and Nachmias, 1996):
5. Is longitudinal and emphasises gradual learning 
and improvements (even though the learning as­
pect is crucial in “traditional” research, very 
much o f the research focuses on the single study. 
In “real-life", however, the focus is often on lon­
gitudinal knowledge creation and learning):
6. Assumes that the researcher needs contact and 
interaction with clients to really know their prob­
lems and influencing factors (cf. “the total situa­
tion”). As such, this represents a deviance from 
the “traditional”, distant and “objective" re­
search ideal. This may also explain the strong 
antipositivistic attitude reflected in very much of 
the action research literature.
Within the attempts to characterise action re­
search, some academics make claims on its charac­
teristics that go well beyond those made by Lewin 
himself (Peters and Robinson, 1984, p. 116). The fol­
lowing figure illustrates the keyfeatures given by 
eleven salient authors writing about action research:
* A  check mark in brackets [,/ ]  indicates that the author has mentioned this characteristic, but has not highlighted it 
*'* A  check mark indicates that the author has explicitly highlig hted this characteristic
Source: Peters and Robinson, 1984, p. 119
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The Action Research Process
In Lewin’s original contribution, he suggested a 
scheme of how to perform an action research project. 
His idea of action research implied several cycles of 
analysis, fact-finding, conceptualisation, re-conceptu- 
alisation, planning and evaluation to be carried out 
simultaneously to generate knowledge and find prac­
tical (workable) solutions (Dickens and Watkins, 
1999, p. 133). Lewin emphasised the necessity of 
continuous research activities to unravel the problem 
gradually as new data is gathered and interpreted and 
the understanding of the problem is enhanced during 
the research process (Gronhaug and Olson, 1999, p. 
9).
In compliance with the Lewinian model of ac­
tion research authors like Zuber-Skerrit (1996, p. 96) 
or Coghlan and Brannick (2001, p. 16) argue that 
action research projects in organisational contexts 
typically move through several distinct stages within 
a cycle, from the initial problem identification to its 
final solution. Coghlan and Brannick (2001, p. 17) 
furthermore suggest to pursue a ‘pre-step’ which has 
to be undertaken in order to understand the external 
and internal driving forces relating to the project. The 
three main stages diagnosing, planning, and action­
taking and evaluation follow this initial ‘pre-step’.
Coghlan and Brannick (2001, p. 19) describe this 
progression of insights as a process of ‘meta-learn- 
ing’ actually consisting of two action research cycles 
operating parallel. In their opinion, one cycle is di­
rectly related to the project, whereas the other, a re­
flection cycle on the former one, tries to evaluate how 
the action research project itself is going and what 
can be learned for the next steps. This complies re­
sults of the previous loop.
Theoretical Background
A multitude of definitions of Action Research 
exist and various authors combine different attributes 
and characteristics with it. There is, in addition, a 
controversy about the recognition of Action Research 
as a scientific method. This discrepancy stems part­
ly from the insufficient definition in Lewin’s semi­
nal work. Furthermore, differing underlying meta-the- 
oretical views on the world and the nature and pur­
pose of science, manifested in differing worldviews, 
paradigms, or orientations, exists. These ideas strong­
ly influence perceptions concerning the nature of sci­
ence, the subjective-objective dimension and the ex­
plicitness of long-term conflicts in society. In other 
words, the assessment of the scientific nature of Ac­
tion Research strongly depends on the worldview or 
paradigm the assessor supports.
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Source: Own Figure, adapted from Coghlan and Brannick, 1999, p.19: Cardno and Piggot-Irvine, 1996. p.19
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Therefore, the following abstract refers to the 
existence of different paradigms and highlights two 
accepted major exponents, positivism and phenome­
nology1 (McLaughlin, 1993, p. 181). This will be the 
basis for the discussion about the scientific nature and 
location of Action Research in the field of science.
The term “paradigm” is often connected to the 
work of Thomas Kuhn in the 1960’s. Kuhn argued 
that scientific progress happens in small steps as an 
enhancement and refinement to what is already 
known. (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe and Lowe, 1999, p. 
22) Paradigms deal with the proper domain of a sci­
ence, the research questions it should ask, and the 
rules to follow in the interpretation of the results. 
They form the foundation of theories, although they 
are no theories themselves, but often remain implic­
it, are taken for granted, and, hence, are usually un­
questioned. Furthermore, paradigms are not neutral 
and value-free. They rather can be seen as social con­
structions reflecting the values and interests of the 
dominant researchers in a science and their reference 
groups. But paradigms are not static. Occasionally, 
research results do not fit into existing patterns and 
theories. If furthermore new ways of looking at things 
are proposed which can account for both the old and 
new observations a “scientific revolution” can occur.
Subsequently, a brief overview about the two 
major, and extreme, paradigms in social sciences, 
positivism and phenomenology is displayed and Ac­
tion Research is located in this theoretical framework. 
Thereby, the designation “positivism” will be used 
vicariously for all terminologies pertinent to this 
worldview, or orientation (e.g. all approaches to sci­
ence that consider scientific knowledge to be obtain­
able only from sense data that can be directly expe­
rienced and verified between independent observer, 
see: Susman and Evered, 1978, p. 583). The same 
applies for the term “phenomenology”.
Positivism has a long intellectual history dating 
back to the late 15th and early 16th century where a 
strong faith in rationality existed (Deshpande 1983, 
p. 102), and is connected to the work of Bacon (1561- 
1626) and Descartes (1596-1650), (McLaughlin, 
1993, p. 182). The perception of everyday scientific 
reality was in terms of human senses - if a phenom­
1 Coupled to these two paradigms, the recent development of 
postmodernism must be mentioned. Nevertheless, this worldview is 
not included in this discussion because the current discussions about 
Action Research mainly exclude this topic. Furthermore, the con­
straints of this article do not allow for an all-embracing review of 
the extensive literature in this area.
enon could not be seen, heard, touched, smelled, or 
tasted, then it could not exist The extreme positivism 
point of view man is a passive responder and reality 
is conceived as a concrete structure. In this perspec­
tive, knowledge can be created “at distance” (Gron- 
haug and Olson, 1999, p. 7). This positivist concep­
tion of science which has dominated the physical, 
biological, and social sciences for more than hundred 
years is at a later stage linked to the work of the 
French mathematician and philosopher Auguste 
Comte (1798-1857). He used the term “positive” to 
refer to the actual in comparison to the imaginary 
(Susman and Evered, 1978, p. 582) and argued that 
society could be studied by using the same logic of 
enquiry as that employed by the natural sciences. 
(McLaughlin, 1993, p. 182) Two assumptions under­
lie this paradigm; firstly, that reality is external and 
objective and secondly, that knowledge is only of sig­
nificance, if it is based on observations of this exter­
nal reality. (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe and Lowe, 1999, 
p. 22) They follow from some implications, partly put 
forwarded by Comte:
1 independence: the observer is independent of what 
is being observed;
2 value-freedom: the choice of what to study, and 
how to study it, can be determined by objective 
criteria rather than by human beliefs and interests;
3 causality: the aim of social science should be to 
identify causal explanations and fundamental laws 
that explain regularities in human social behav­
iour;
4 hypothetical-deductive: science proceeds through 
a process of hypothesising fundamental laws and 
then deducing what kinds of observations will 
demonstrate the truth or falsity of these hypothe­
ses;
5 operationalisation: concepts need to be operation­
alised in a way which enables facts to be measured 
quantitatively;
6 reductionism: problems as a whole are better un­
derstood if they are reduced into the simplest pos­
sible elements;
7 generalisation: in order to be able to generalise 
about regularities in human and social behaviour 
it is necessary to select samples of sufficient size;
8 Cross-sectional analysis: making comparisons of 
variations across samples can most easily identi­
fy such regularities. (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe and 
Lowe, 1999, p. 23),
Vignali, Claudio: The Action Research Process and Matrix Marketing
Ekonomski vjesnik br. 1 i 2 (14) : 23 - 36, 2001. 29
Furthermore the positivist view in the social sci­
ences is the primary discipline and, although the phi­
losophy is recognised as a separate discipline, it is 
seen as parasitic upon the findings of science. In ad­
dition, there is a fundamental distinction between fact 
and value: fact being the product of science, whilst 
value represents an entirely different and inferior or­
der of phenomena. This reflects the underlying as­
sumptions displayed above. There exist, however, 
various nuances represented by the many schools of 
positivistic thought, and the short description given 
in this paper does not do justice to all of them.
Largely in reaction to the application of positiv­
ism to social sciences, another paradigm has arisen. 
The primary objective of this worldview, termed phe­
nomenology2 , is the direct investigation and descrip­
tion of phenomena as consciously experienced with­
out theories about their causal explanation and as free 
as possible from unexamined preconceptions and pre­
suppositions. Vico (1668-1744), for instance, argued 
that one could not study man and society in the same 
way as one studied inanimate nature (McLaughlin, 
1993, p. 191). This paradigm therefore stems from the 
view that the world and “reality” are not objective 
and exterior, but that they are socially constructed and 
given meaning by people. This so called “phenome­
nology” or “idealism”, was strongly influenced by 
authors like Husserl, Brentano, Hegel, Schleiermach- 
er, and Weber in the nineteenth century. Weber, for 
example, was more concerned with the mind as the 
creator of reality. (Deshpande, 1983, p. 102) One 
should therefore try to understand why people have 
different experiences, rather than search for funda­
mental laws and external causes to explain their be­
haviour (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe and Lowe, 1999, p. 
24).
The differences between the phenomenological 
paradigm, which incorporates qualitative methods, 
and positivism, which follows a quantitative ap­
proach, are discussed subsequently. Reichardt and 
Cook state that
“...The quantitative paradigm is said to have a
positivistic, hypothetical-deductive, particularis-
2 Heidegger, for instance, questioned the word “phenomenol­
ogy” and traced it back to the meanings of the Greek concepts of 
phenomenon and logos. Phenomenon is “that which shows itself 
from itself,” but together with the concept of logos, it means “to let 
that which shows itself be seen from itself in the very way in which 




tic, objective, outcome-oriented, and natural sci­
ence world view. In contrast, the qualitative par­
adigm is said to subscribe to a phenomenologi­
cal, inductive, holistic, subjective, process-orient­
ed, and social anthropological worldview. 
“(1979, p. 9, 10, in: Deshpande, 1983, p. 102).
Denzin and Lincoln (1994.p.ll.) indicate 
that there are five interpretive paradigms that 
structure qualitative research: Positivist/postpos­
itivist, Constructive, Feminist, Ethnic, Marxsist, 
and Cultural. Each interpretive paradigm makes 
particular demands on the researcher, determin­
ing the questions posed and influencing the de­
cisions made. The authors further argue that 
qualitative researchinvolves the collection of a 
variety of empirical materials and the application 
of a wide range of methods(ibid. p.2.) The qual­
itative researcher is therefore equalled to a Bri­
coleur, being multimethodoligical in focus and 
putting togethere a series of practices that pro­
vide solutions.
The following illustration reflects major differ­
ences between the positivistic and the phenomenolog­
ical paradigm:
Figure 5: Differences between positivism and 
phenomenology
Positivist Paradigm Phenomenological Paradigm
Basic befiefs: • The world Is external and objective
• Observer is independent
• Science is value-free
• The world is socially 
constructed and subjective
• Observer is part of what is observed
• Science is driven by human interest
Researcher
should:
• Focus on facts
• Look for causality and
fundamental laws
• Reduce phenomena to 
simplest elements
■ Formulate hypotheses and
then test them
• Work outcome-oriented
• Analyse -  Particularistic approach
• Focus on meanings
• Try to understand what is 
happening
• Look at the totality of each
situation
• Develop Ideas through
induction from data
• Work process-oriented




* Quantitative methods preferred
• Operationalising concepts
so that they can be measured
* Taking large samples
> Uncontrolled, naturalistic
observational measurement
• Objective: „outsiders' perspective:
distanced from the data
• Qualitative methods preferred
• Using multiple methods
to establish different views
of phenomena
• Small samples investigated in 
depth or overtime
• Subjective: „insider's perspective: 
close to the data
Question of
Validity :
Does an instrument measure what it
is supposed to measure ?
Has the researcher gained full access 




Will the measure yield the same results 
on different occations (assuming no real 
change in what is to be measured) ?
Will similar observations be made 





What is the probability that patterns 
observed In a sample will also be present 
in the wider population from which (he 
sample was drawn?
How likely is it that Ideas and theories 
generated in one setting will also apply 
in other settings ?
Source: Easterby-Smith, Thorpe and Lowe, 1999, p. 27 and 41; Deshpande, 
1983, p. 103
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This figure displays the “pure” versions of each 
paradigm. Although the basic beliefs may be incom­
patible in theory, when it comes to actual research 
techniques often middle between both approaches is 
applied. (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe and Lowe, 1999, p. 
26; McLaughlin, 1993, p. 181). Deshpande (1983, p. 
107) states that several scholars have noted that quan­
titative methodologies - therefore following the pos­
itivistic paradigm - emphasise reliability (frequently 
to the exclusion of validity), while qualitative meth­
odologies emphasise validity while downplaying re­
liability.
However, both approaches offer advantages for 
the researcher and have simultaneously been criti­
cised.
Several attacks on positivism have been pub­
lished by authors with a social constructions (or phe­
nomenological) background. One of the strongest ar­
guments has been on its assumptions of value-free­
dom. Authors like Habermas have pointed out that 
any form of knowledge is an instrument of self-pres­
ervation. Human interests condition the way we en­
quire into, and construct our knowledge of the, world. 
The positivistic claim for independence of values and 
interests can therefore be questioned in practice. An­
other aspect, important for the further discussion 
about Action Research, is the ability of the paradigms 
to generate and test theories. We could argues that 
the probably most telling and fundamental distinction 
between the paradigms is on the dimension of veri­
fication versus discovery. He furthermore states that 
quantitative methods - and therefore the positivist 
paradigm - have been developed most directly for the 
task of verifying or confirming theories and qualita­
tive methods - the phenomenological approach - were 
purposely developed for the task of discovering or 
generating theories (Deshpande, 1983, p. 105).
Mintzberg (1979, p. 584) emphasises the impor­
tance of theory development and the application of 
exploratory research in contrast to a focus on “rigor­
ous research .methodologies”. He states that “there 
would be no interesting hypothesis to test if no one 
ever generalised beyond his or her data” and that “the 
field of organisation theory has ... paid dearly for the 
obsession with rigour in the choice of methodology”. 
(1979, p. 584 and 583)
Another point of critique is the increasing dis­
crepancy between theory and practice. The often cit­
ed “ivory tower” (Byrne, 1990, p. 50; Rapoport, 
1990, p. 506; Simon, 1994, p. 1; etc.) describes this 
“estrangement of academic research from business
practice” (Simon, 1994, p. 5) over the last years. By­
rne (1990, p. 1) cites the dean of a business school 
arguing that 80 per cent of management research may 
be irrelevant. The BAIN Commission on Manage­
ment Research, as an answer to ensure research’s dis­
tinctive contribution, demanded an increased collab­
orative dialogue between researchers and practitioners 
and emphasised the development of research on top­
ics of critical importance to organisations and the 
practice of management. (McLaughlin and Thorpe, 
2000, p. 6f.)
Schbn (1991) describes the “high, hard ground 
where practitioners can make effective use of re- 
search-based theory and technique, and there is a 
swampy lowland where situations are confusing 
“messes”, incapable of technical solution. He argues 
that the difficulty with the problems of the high 
ground is that they are quite unimportant to the ma­
jority of those in society, while the problems in the 
swamp are the problems of greatest concern.
Although the ‘ivory-tower’ problem applies to all 
kind of scientific research, it seems there is a greater 
concern with the positivistic scholar. First, there is a 
strong dominance of positivism in most management 
areas, especially in marketing. (Deshpande, 1983, pp. 
106ff.) And second, the positivistic worldview is gen­
erally seen as being close to the academic while the 
phenomenological paradigm can be compared to the 
manager. (McLaughlin, 1996, p. 181)
However, it should be mentioned, that despite 
the increasing critique, positivism is not dead. 
McLaughlin (1996, p. 191) argues that a number of 
contributors to the Commission of Management Re­
search (in 1993) complained that too much of man­
agement research was dependent on positivism.
Easterby-Smith, Thorpe and Lowe (1999, p. 32) 
argue that
“The strength and weaknesses of the phenome­
nological paradigm and associated qualitative 
methods are fairly complementary. Thus they 
have strengths in their ability to look at change 
processes over time, to understand people’s 
meanings, to adjust to new issues and ideas as 
they emerge, and to contribute to the evolution 
of new theories. They also provide a way of 
gathering data, which is seen as natural rather 
than artificial. There are, of course, weaknesses. 
Data collection can take up a great deal of time 
and resources, and the analysis and interpretation 
of data may be very difficult. Qualitative stud­
ies often feel very untidy because it is harder to
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control their pace, progress and end-points. 
There is also the problem that many people, es­
pecially policy-makers, may give low credibili­
ty to studies based on a phenomenological ap­
proach.” (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe and Lowe, 
1999, p. 32).
In addition, Hammersley (1995 ) identifies the 
relativism of phenomenology as a key stumbling 
block for this approach. The question is how social 
scientists can maintain that the researcher’s reality or 
interpretation is more accurate and valid than that of 
the subjects of the study. This is especially relevant 
because both have the layman’s world as their refer­
ence point and share the same resources. In other 
words, the phenomenological assumption that there is 
no universal truth determines that any position can be 
false if viewed from other points of view.
Due to the opposing standpoints of both para­
digms, the proponents of the quantitative, or idealis­
tic, worldview can be located on the opposite end of 
an objectivity-subjectivity continuum form those of 
the positivist school of thought. However, this does 
not necessarily mean, that no collaboration of both 
approaches is possible. Deshpande (1983 p. 107) con­
cludes that (by using the example of marketing) a 
scientist would be well advised to carefully study and 
then put into practice qualitative methods. Once the 
theory has been developed a grounded, the applica­
tion of quantitative methods would be more appropri­
ate.
The criticism of Action Research must inherently 
reflect the criticism of phenomenology as both ap­
proaches share many similarities.
Rapoport (1980, pp. 503ff.) proposed three di­
lemmas of Action Research in which the resolution 
in one direction leads away from science, while res­
olution in the other direction leads away from action. 
1 Ethical Dilemmas: Firstly, the clients’ interests 
may differ from the ethical standards characteris­
tic to scientific research. So can, for instance, an 
Action Research project aim at the maximisation 
of profit in a field that is harmful to the society, 
e.g. tobacco, or not medically approved health care 
products. Secondly, the confidentiality of the re­
search subject may be endangered. This is, how­
ever a danger in all scientific research processes, 
but Action Research inherently reveals a multitude 
of information about the company and about in­
dividuals inside the clients’ organisations, due to 
the close cooperation and participative nature.
Thirdly, an ethical dilemma can emerge when, af­
ter developing work for one client, a competitor 
approaches the action researcher for similar assis­
tance. Here again, the great insight of the scien­
tists into the clients’ processes can lead to knowl­
edge transfer. Fourthly, the personal involvement 
of the action researcher in the client organisations 
may pose ethical as well as technical problems. 
Over-involvement may result in bias and the urge 
to keep the action researcher’s expertise in the 
firm can lead to job offers for the researcher. Fi­
nally, a frequent ethical issue arises in relation to 
competing action researchers or social consultants. 
A company can be motivated to seek to use an 
action researcher in organisational politics select­
ing what he likes and rejecting what he dislikes 
from the diagnostic stages of the work or from 
experiments which were pursued by other re­
searchers or clients.
2 Goal dilemmas: Firstly, the action researcher has 
the problem to find a balance between being too 
theoretic (e.g. ivory tower discussion) or being too 
practical and not contributing to scientific knowl­
edge. Secondly, the time gap between problem 
definition and decision making must be long 
enough to allow for thorough analysis, either nat­
urally, by conducting research in advance, or by 
the deferment of the decision making process. 
Thirdly, the need for the action researcher to get 
a deep insight to achieve the scientific goal might 
collide with the practitioners’ wish for confiden­
tiality.
3 Dilemmas of initiatives: Firstly, the Action Re­
search conception places the initiative with the cli­
ent who has a problem that needs solution. This 
contrasts with the whole ‘ethos of the academy’, 
where protections have been erected and main­
tained in order to keep practical pressures off the 
scholar so that the researcher may conduct the 
value-free pursuit of knowledge with minimal in­
terference. Secondly, the problem proposed by the 
practitioner might not be the most important one 
on which work has to be done. Thirdly, a defen­
sive reaction of the research subjects may interfere 
with the action proposed by the researcher. Fourth­
ly, a dilemma arises when one begins to appreci­
ate the situation where an ‘applied’ social scien­
tist may realise the need for certain problems to 
be solved but can discover no agency in society 
that is responsible for the solution of the problem.
32 Vignali, Claudio: The Action Research Process and Matrix MarketingEkonomski vjesnik br. 1 i 2 (14) : 23 - 36, 2001.
It is therefore proposed that in each case ‘good’ 
Action Research selectively combines elements of 
both worlds.
Gronhaug and Olson state that:
Over the years, Action Research has become ac­
claimed and criticised. At the same time as this 
research, tradition has been claimed to be the 
only way of producing useful knowledge by its 
(extreme) proponents (cf. Susman and Evered, 
1978), action research has been deemed “insci- 
entific”, and to produce research of mediocre 
quality with unvalidated findings (Gronhaug and 
Olson 1999, p. 6)
Dickens and Watkins (1999, p. 131) highlight 
that Action Research has been criticised as either pro­
ducing research with little action or action with little 
research, as being weak when merely a form of prob­
lem-solving and strong when also emancipatory, lack­
ing the rigour of true scientific research; and lacking 
the rigour of true scientific research; and lacking in 
internal and external control. Therefore, as being of 
little use in contributing to the body of knowledge. 
It is furthermore argued, that the principles of action 
and research are so different as to be mutually exclu­
sive, so that to link them together is to create a fun­
damental internal conflict.
Peters and Robinson (1984, p. 122) argue that 
Action Research does not currently enjoy the status 
of a paradigm in the social sciences, even though a 
small number of writers have spoken of it as such. 
Peters and Robinson argue that although some com­
mon methodological procedures, there is still no sci­
entific community. Action Research can therefore not 
be seen as a paradigm In Kuhn’s sense. The authors 
suggest that “at least” a certain self-consciousness by 
practitioners of their common membership has to be 
present, indicated by such things as the existence of 
professional journals and associations, a textbook tra­
dition, and the like. Nevertheless, Peters and Robin­
son see a potential for Action Research to reach a 
paradigmatic status.
On the other hand, Peters and Robinson (1984, 
p. 117). state that Ketterer et al (1980) see Action 
Research as an emergent paradigm, and being one 
among a number of other approaches that hold con­
siderable promise for the integration of theory and 
practice.
Literature on Heuristic Devices
The literature examines the strategic marketing 
management and planning process. Thereby, empha­
sis will be put on the limitations connected to this
work. Next, the use of Heuristic Devices to support 
strategic decision-making will be analysed. This ar­
ticle is written in, and for, the marketing scholar. 
Therefore, it is assumed that the readers of this arti­
cle are familiar with the strategic management pro­
cess. Due to the constraints of this work, emphasis 
was placed on the analysis of Action Research, as this 
is seen as a fairly ‘new’ topic in marketing. Conse­
quently, the following discussion will only briefly 
reflect the existing literature on strategic planning and 
the use of Heuristic Devices.
Strategic marketing management and planning 
Strategic marketing management3 is widely re­
flected in the contemporary literature and there are 
various differing descriptions of this topic. Greenley 
(1989, p. 46) summarises several descriptions rang­
ing from ‘broad means of achieving given aims’, 
‘fundamental means or schemes’, ‘crucial and central 
issues to the use of the marketing function’, to ‘the 
grand design to achieve objectives’.
A rather broad definition is given by Proctor 
and Kitchen:
“Strategic management is about steering an or­
ganisation so that it avoids the various threats 
that can exist in its environment while allowing 
it to take advantage of any opportunities that re­
sent themselves.” (Proctor and Kitchen, 1990, 
P-4).
Decision-making is at the heart of strategic man­
agement. (Wilson, and Gilligan,1997, p. 6) Detailed 
descriptions of the nature and different modes of stra­
tegic decisions are intensively discussed elsewhere 
(McDonald, 1996, pp. 12 ff.) It is suggested that stra­
tegic planning is superior to an unplanned approach 
to strategy definition. The paramount aim of strate­
gic planning is the maximisation of success, in the 
form of increased and sustainable competitive advan­
tage, (Easton, 1988, p. 31) by systemically analysing 
possible futures. However, it is unlikely that one sin­
gle idea has long-standing impact on a firm’s fortunes 
since ideas are soon copied and the competitive ad­
vantage is soon eroded. (Proctor and Ruocco, 1992, 
p. 50) This counts especially, because the marketing 
environment in which the company manoeuvres is 
becoming increasingly complex in terms of compe­
tition and fussy market boundaries.
3 The integration of marketing as part of a market oriented 
business philosophy has led simultaneously to a greater proximity 
of marketing and management concepts. Furthermore, by organis­
ing and integrating all of the company’s outside-oriented activities 
strategic marketing supports the strategic management process. (Jiitt- 
ner and Wehrli, 1994, pp.42) Therefore, in this article strategic mar­
keting management and strategic management will not be distinct.
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The process of strategic marketing planning fol­
lows the steps analysis, planning, decision making (or 
implementation) and control. These steps are expand­
ed by several sub-steps by different authors
However, there are various critical voices, prob­
ably culminating in Mintzberg’s (1994a) “The Rise 
and Fall o f Strategic Planning’’. (Nicholls, 1995, p. 4)
Marketing theory has been criticised as being of 
little use for practitioners. There is a wide discussion 
about the “ivory tower” of academia (Byrne, 1990, p. 
50) which is concerned with the estrangement of the­
ory from practice. It is furthermore argued, that many 
non-academic voices, for example senior business 
people, consultants and journalists, are listened to in 
preference to marketing academics. The theoretical 
underpinnings of marketing thoughts are, hence, com­
ing under an increasing threat and often they are be­
ing perceived as lacking any relevance for the mod­
em business world. (Hill and McGowan, 1998, p. 70)
O’Driscoll and Murray (1998, p. 391) emphasise 
the importance of the relationship between theory and 
practice in any academic discipline with a closely 
associated area of professional practice and argue that 
there is considerable asynchrony in marketing. Sev­
eral barriers to marketing planning were forwarded, 
namely cognitive, information, resource behavioural 
and cultural biases. McDonald, drawing on eleven 
studies dating back to 1966 concluded that the two 
biggest barriers are firstly, cultural political - lack of 
belief in marketing planning and/or the need to 
change and secondly, cognitive - lack of knowledge 
and skills. A detailed discussion of possible barriers 
to planning can be found elsewhere in literature. (See, 
for example, Saker and Smith, 1997, pp. 128.)
The use of Heuristic Devices to support strategic 
decision making
Procedures for deriving solutions from models 
are either deductive or inductive. A deductive process 
describes the movement from the model to a solution 
in either symbolic or numerical form. Such proce­
dures are supplied by mathematics; for example, the 
calculus. An explicit analytical procedure for finding 
the solution is called an algorithm. Even if a mathe­
matical model cannot be established or solved, and 
many are too complex for solution, it can be used to 
compare alternative solutions. It is sometimes possi­
ble to conduct a sequence of comparisons, each sug­
gested by the previous one and each likely to contain 
a better alternative than given in any previous com­
parison. Such a solution-seeking procedure is called 
heuristic. Inductive procedures involve trying and
comparing different values of the controlled variables, 
this can happen in iterative steps, reaching successive­
ly improved solutions until either an optimal solution 
is reached or further progressing cannot be justified 
in iterative steps.
Heuristic Marketing Devices, therefore, are mod­
els, which can be used by the practitioner in order to 
receive comparably quick solutions to complex mar­
keting problems.The results do not need to bee math­
ematically correct; the strength of these models lies 
in their simplicity and their ability to model complex, 
sometimes even dynamic situations.
Greenley (1989, p. 46) displays four major bases 
that are used in the literature to explain the detail of 
marketing strategy. These are the marketing mixes, 
the product life cycle, market share and competition, 
and positioning. In addition, special strategies for both 
international and industrial markets are proposed.
Vignali et al. argues that the power of simple 
devices as managerial tools is well known. (Vignali, 
and Davies, 1994, p. 965) The authors highlight the 
example of the 4Ps, developed by McCarthy, and the 
Boston Consulting Group Matrix. In addition, Mc­
Donalds highlights the Ansoff Matrix, Market Seg­
mentation, Product Life Cycle Analysis, Portfolio 
Management, and “a host of techniques” revolving 
around the four basic elements of the marketing mix, 
the 4Ps. (McDonald, 1992, p. 9)
These models are widely explained and analysed 
in the existing literature (see for example: Kotler, P. 
2000, Baker, Wilson, 1997; etc.) Furthermore, the 
advantages and limitations of these models are fre­
quently discussed elsewhere. Therefore, no deeper 
analysis of the existing models shall be displayed 
here.
The combination of AR and heuristic devices
Although on both topics, Action Research and 
Heuristic Marketing Devices, a multitude of literature 
is available; no concept of the combination of both 
approaches exists. This is partly determined by the 
different worldviews, which are prevalent in both 
approaches. Whereas Action Research is similar to 
the phenomenological paradigm, the marketing schol­
ar very much reflects the positivistic philosophy). The 
marketing scholar has derived knowledge from the 
social sciences and therefore devoted to reductionism 
objectivism, rigour (McDonald, 1992, p. 8) and main­
ly quantitative methods are applied. (Hunt, 1994, p. 
13). The limitations of this paradigm have been ex­
tensively discussed in the literature and there has been 
a call for the use of phenomenological methods in
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marketing (see for instance Hunt, 1994, p. 13; Mc­
Donald. 1992, p. 8). The limitations of current mar­
keting practice have an impact on both, academics 
and practitioners. One for example is, the inability of 
positivistic approaches to generate new theories. Hunt 
argues that currently there are no original contribu­
tions of marketing to the strategy dialogue; rather 
concepts developed in the 1950's and 1960’s are bor­
rowed (Hunt, 1994, p. 14). Furthermore it is seen that 
'marketing’s job’ is to apply the theories of other dis­
ciplines to marketing phenomena - according to the 
"applied science” notion. This results in a lack of new 
theory, which reflects newer developments and an 
increasingly dynamic, volatile and aggressive envi­
ronment. Therefore, practitioners are unable to rely on 
the academic developments of marketing in order to 
facilitate their strategic and tactical decision making.
In addition, it is argued that the use of existing 
models by practitioners is only limited. McDonald 
argues that the application of marketing theory in 
practice is practically non existent. He gives three 
reasons for this; Companies have never heard of the 
theory, companies have heard of it but do not under­
stand it or companies have heard of it, have tried 
them and found that they are largely irrelevant. (1992, 
p. 8f.)
Nevertheless, the existing Heuristic Marketing 
Devices can offer practitioners powerful tools when 
applied adequately as can be seen by various case 
sludies in which these models were applied under 
superv ision of academics or consultants.
Action Research, on the other hand, is being in­
creasingly applied in various business areas and has 
proved to offer several advantageous characteristics, 
which are superior to traditionally applied methods. 
However, Action Research also bears limitations, 
which have to be considered.
This leads to the challenging question, if it is 
possible to merge both approaches and utilise the 
advantages and existing expertise of both principles 
while trying to compensate the individual limitations 
of each principle. The result could be an advanced 
model - exploiting the benefits of positivism and phe­
nomenology - with synergistic effects exceeding the 
benefits of a basic model.
DEVELOPMENT OF AN EXPANDED 
MODEL
On the basis of the preceding analysis, an ex­
panded model should be developed. The aim of this 
model is to overcome the limitations of the current 
process of application of Heuristic Marketing Devices 
by integrating parts of the Action Research method­
ology.
The process of integrating action research and 
heuristic devices
As outlined in this article, Heuristic Marketing 
Devices are often applied following a process of anal­
ysis, planning, and control. Thereby, a real world 
problem usually exists and triggers off the research 
process. However, as concluded above, not all appli­
cation processes of marketing models encompass the 
control aspect. The main steps beginning with the 
existence of a real world problem are analysis/diag­
nosing, planning the action, taking action, and final­
ly reflecting on and evaluating the action taken. These 
steps are repeatedly carried out, until a "best” solu­
tion is found.
The new model is based on the similarities of the 
processes. Therefore, the existence of a real world 
problem is the starting point, followed by the analy­
sis of the situation, the planning of action facilitated 
by the existent marketing model, taking action and 
finally reviewing and controlling the taken action and 
the outcome. Therefore, a cycle, or spiral emerges 
which leads to continuous improvement. The differ­
ences and similarities in the process are highlighted 
in the subsequent figure:
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